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INTRODUCTION

Social Bees (Apidae)

Hymenoptera stings (ants, bees, and wasps) are common and represent about a quarter (22%) of the annual 1
million emergency department visits due to non-canine bite and sting injuries in the United States in 2001-2010
(Langley et al., 2014). Following treatment, Dermatologists may be helpful in educating patients regarding these
encounters. While deaths from stings do occur, they are relatively rare. During 2000–2017, a total of 1,109
deaths from hornet, wasp, and bee stings occurred, for an annual average of 62 deaths (QuickStats 2019). The
purpose of this poster is to present a visual guide to the most common stinging Hymenopterans in the US and
discuss unique sting reactions, geographic distribution, and salient avoidance strategies.

HONEY BEES (Apis mellifera)

Social Wasps (Vespidae)
YELLOWJACKETS (Vespinae: Vespula and Dolichovespula)

Ants (Formicidae)
Honey bee worker, Apis mellifera, with pollen
sac foraging on flower (USDA, S.Asmus, Reed
and Landolt 2019)

FIRE ANTS (Solenopsis sp.)

Fire ant grasping skin with mandible and stinging with
sting apparatus that protrudes from the abdomen.
Sometimes they turn in circles creating a semicircle of
pustules. (Reed and Landolt, 2019)

Red fire ant stings and the sequence of the action of
the venom: an initial urticariform papule and a sterile
pustule 24 hours after the sting. (Photo by Vidal
Haddad, Jr,). Multiple stings are common due to mass
defense by the ants and rapid succession of stings by
individual ants.
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Feral (non-domesticated) colony of honey
bees. These feral colonies contain 15,00030,000
bees while domesticated
commercial hives are larger containing
30,000-50,000 bees. (J Schmidt)

A honey bee losing its sting apparatus during a stinging
episode. It is imperative that victims quickly and
carefully remove the sting from the skin by a scraping
method so as to limit the amount of venom injected
into the sting site. (J. Schmidt)

Spread of the Africanized honey bee (Apis mellifera
scutellata) northward into the United States. Colonies of
Africanized honey bees have now been found across the
southwestern tier of states: California, Nevada, Arizona,
Utah, Texas, Oklahoma, New Mexico, Louisiana, and
Florida. (USDA/ARS)

BUMBLE BEES (Bombus spp.)

Left: A subterranean nest of the southern yellowjacket, Vespula squamosa, consisting of horizontal, rounded paper combs of hexagonal cells attached one below
another encompassed with a multilayered paper envelope. (H. Reed) Center: Wasp traffic of the western yellowjacket, Vespula pensylvanica, in and out of the
nest entrance to an underground colony that may contain a few hundred to several thousand individuals.(R. Akre) Right: Aerial yellowjacket (Dolichovespula
arenaria) nest. (H. Reed)

Vespula squamosa sting reaction 18 hours poststing.(G. Mullen)

Localized swelling of right hand due to single
yellowjacket (Vespula spp.) sting (R Akre).

PAPER WASPS (Polistes spp.)
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Fire ants are soil nesters that occur in rural, urban
and suburban areas. Colonies are common in urban
yards and parks, and have even been known to nest
in traffic lights, air conditioners, and electrical
equipment. (Reed and Landolt, 2019)

Restrictions are imposed on the movement of regulated articles from the quarantine areas into
or through the non-quarantined areas.
Consult your state or federal plant protection inspector or county agent for assistance regarding
exact areas under regulation articles. See 7 CFR 301.81 for quarantine details and regulations.
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Federal quarantine map for the imported fire ants
(IFA). These invasive IFA infest more than
367,000,000 acres in the southern U.S.
(USDA/APHIS)

HARVESTER ANTS (Pogonomyrmex)

A bumble bee (Bombus sp.) visiting a flower.. (T
Kondo; Reed and Landolt 2019).

Exposed subterranean nest of a bumble bee
(Bombus sp.) nest showing both open and sealed
cells. Unlike honey bees, an individual bumble
bee can sting repeatedly and does not lose its
sting. (R Akre, Reed and Landolt 2019)

General Types of Sting Reactions

Harvester ants eat seeds as a part of their diets, and
move slowly in contrast to fire ants. The sting is
intensely painful, can last 4-12 hrs., causes a chilling
sensation, and induces piloerection and sweating at
the sting site. Localized pain in the lymph nodes
may also occur. Their venom is 8-10 times more
toxic than honey bees and has been described as
"turning a screw”.
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Left: Polistes fuscatus female foraging for floral nectar; Center: Polistes perplexus feeding on caterpillar; Right: Aerial nest
of the paper wasp Polistes crinitus. Nests are frequently built on or near human structures, thus increasing the frequency
of stinging hazards. (H. Reed)

SUMMARY
Many hymenopterans evoke fear of their stings; however, not all ants, bees, and wasps warrant such a response. Most stinging
species induce a painful local response, but at times sting reactions can be serious and life threatening. The most common stinging
species are the honey bees (Apis mellifera), imported fire ants, paper wasps and yellowjackets depending on the geographic area.
Avoidance of their nests and colonies, reduction of carbohydrate-rich sources around human activities, and non-use of sweetsmelling lotions should be the primary strategies in reducing stinging threats. Treatment of local sting reactions should involve
standard anti-histamine protocols while serious systemic reactions should follow standard use of epinephrine.

Harvester ants construct their nests in dry sandy to
hard soils. The ground surrounding the entrance is
usually devoid of vegetation. The nest entrance is
often marked by a crater in the center of a small
mound, often surrounded by a pile of small stones.
(H.Reed)

REFERENCES
• Langley, R., Mack, K., Haileyesus, T., Proescholdbell, S. and Annest, J.L., (2014). National estimates of noncanine bite and sting injuries treated in US hospital emergency
departments, 2001–2010. Wilderness & Environmental Medicine, 25(1), pp.14-23.
• QuickStats: Number of Deaths from Hornet, Wasp, and Bee Stings, Among Males and Females — National Vital Statistics System, United States, 2000–2017. MMWR Morb Mortal
Wkly Rep 2019;68:649. DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.15585/mmwr.mm6829a5external icon
• Reed, H. C. and P. Landolt. 2019. Ants, Wasps, and Bees (Hymenoptera). In: Mullen, G.R. and Durden (eds.), L.A. Medical and Veterinary Entomology. 3rd edition, Ch. 22, pp.459488.
• Schmidt, J.O., (2016). The Sting of the Wild. John Hopkins University Press. 280 pp.

